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A NEW LOOK AT SMALL 
SECONDARY SCHOOLS 


Over the next few months the Planning and 
Implementation Commission will be 
considering plans from Roman Catholic 
separate school boards proposing to 
establish secondary schools whose enrolments 
will be small. The Commission is 
understandably concerned about the ability 
of such schools to offer an adequate range 
of programs. 

In recent years, as enrolment decline 
began to deplete classrooms and reduce 
programs, the problems and prospects of 
small secondary schools have attracted 
increased attention from Ontario educators. 
Now, with the extension of full funding to 
Roman Catholic secondary schools, the issues 
of secondary school size and program breadth 
assume even greater significance. 

Current discussion of small schools 
revolves around three basic questions: When 
does a school become small? When is small 
too small? How can we make small schools 
better? Answers to the first question vary 
substantially from province to province. 
What is perceived as small in urban Ontario 
may be huge in rural Saskatchewan, where 
small is defined as 125 pupils or fewer, or 
in Manitoba, where the maximum enrolment to 
qualify for supplementary grants is 200. 

The second question has to be answered in 
context. Whether a secondary school is “too 
small" depends on its remoteness from other 
schools, the particular needs of the 
students, the support services available in 
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the area, and the potential for program 
amplification through computer technology, 
independent study, and the like. 

Responding to the third question is 
expected to present a major challenge in the 
coming years. Small schools are becoming 
more numerous, frequently play a central 
role in community life, and are often too 
isolated to permit further consolidation. 

Fortunately, systematic efforts are being 
made to find out what damage secondary 
school programs have sustained as a result 
of enrolment decline, and which attempts to 
repair it show most promise. In addition, 
beginning in 1984, the Ministry of Education 
responded to a report on northern Ontario 
schools with a set of innovative measures. 
These are beginning to show results that can 
be assessed for possible wider application. 
In general, educators are taking a hard 
second look at small schools in an effort to 
discover their strong points and find ways 
to offset their disadvantages. This surge 
of interest and activity is expected to 
yield information valuable to school boards, 
the Ministry of Education, and the 
Commission, all of whom share a common 
interest in providing today's students with 
a curriculum that responds to their needs. 

On the national level, this interest was 
reflected in the organization this past 
September of a Small Schools Symposium in 
Brandon, Manitoba. It was sponsored by the 
Manitoba Education Small Schools Support 
Program and attended by representatives from 
eight provinces. Ontario was represented 
by Roy Houghton, Director of the Ministry's 
Northwestern Regional Office in Thunder Bay; 
Jack Malcolm, Superintendent in the same 
office; and Dr. Rod McLeod, Dean of 
Education at Lakehead University. Dr. 
McLeod is heading up a research study, 
sponsored by the Ministry of Education 
will investigate program delivery in a 
period of declining enrolment and coping 
strategies used by small schools to maintain 
program. 

“Since enrolment decline hit secondary 
schools later, small schools have generally 
received little study at the secondary 
level," Dr. McLeod said. “Most of the 
research has had a demographic or 
administrative orientation, paying 


that 


relatively scant attention to program, even 
though program adaptation in the face of 
declining numbers is more difficult in a 
secondary school.” 

Dr. McLeod's study is designed to answer 
two main questions: 


1) Have enrolment declines over the past 
ten years changed program delivery; 
and, if so, how, to what degree, and 
in which areas of secondary school 
education? 


2) What coping strategies are being used 
with what success by the regional 
offices, school boards, and schools 
to maintain quality program delivery? 


The study includes twenty-two schools in 
the province's three northern Ontario 
regions. In the first phase of data- 
gathering, the principal, teachers, and a 
representative sample of Grade 12 students 
from all the schools will be surveyed; in 
the second, on-site interviews will be 
conducted in selected schools. The schools 
range in size from 60 to 550 and have an 
average enrolment of 305, as of the 
1984-1985 school year. 

Previous studies of small secondary 
schools were carried out in Ontario by 
John Davis and Doris Ryan of OISE in 1980, 
under a Ministry of Education contract, and 
by Rodger Allan in 1983, when, as a 
government-appointed commissioner he was 
given the task of examining small remote 
secondary schools in the north of the 
province. In an article discussing the 1980 
study, Dr. Ryan commented: 


Students in small schools have limited 
choice of program and may be required to 
take courses in which they have little 
interest or aptitude. Small schools 
cannot offer even core courses at a 
variety of levels of difficulty. As more 
of our schools join the ranks of the 
small schools, the province will have 
many more institutions that are 
academically oriented, with few special 
programs and with limited scope and depth 
in the curriculum. 


While agreeing in general with these 
conclusions, Mr. Allan noted that small 
schools do have many virtues: "The small 
school develops better school spirit. There 
is a sense of intimacy or belonging. 
Students develop their talents in 
extracurricular activities which are not 
just an opportunity for the gifted to 
excel.” 

Teachers in these schools, Mr. Allan 
said, were “more student-oriented" and “can 
participate in the development of direction, 


policies, and programs of the school, and 
consequently have a greater commitment to 
them." Parents feel closer to the school 
and can more easily understand and 
appreciate its policies. Despite these 
positive observations, the commissioner 
concluded that “the bottom line...is that 
options and levels have been reduced.” 

Dr. David Marshall, Dean of Education at 
Nipissing University College, North Bay, who 
has written extensively -- and 
sympathetically -- on the topic of small 
schools, believes that the difference 
between them and large schools is one of 
culture, as well as of size. He argues that 
policy and practice should reflect this 
difference, rather than attempt to shape 
small schools in the likeness of larger 
ones. Small schools can survive only if 
they can identify delivery systems 
appropriate to their context and make use of 
their environment to establish unique 
programs. 

“This again is no easy task,” 

Dr. Marshall said, “and involves things like 
using the community as a learning resource, 
voluntary sharing, and adapting 
technologically-based alternatives to 
provide specialized and diverse learning 
opportunities.” 

Even without extension, it is clear that 
Ontario will continue to have many small 
secondary schools. Increasingly, there are 
educators who, like Dr. Marshall, appreciate 
their particular values and seek ways to 
help them remain viable. The challenge for 
the Commission is to ensure that it 
recommends Ministerial approval of separate 
school board Plans which would neither 
endanger the viability of an existing public 
secondary school nor create a non-viable 
separate secondary school. 


Oe xis Cojynres. CLF 
“Success Through Co-operation” 
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telephone (416) 963-3105 
or write to the 


PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION COMMISSION 
lith Floor, 1200 Bay Street 
Toronto, Ontario 
M5R 2A5 


We welcome your comments about our 
newsletter “Success Through Co-operation” 


PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION 
COMMISSION POLICY ON PERSONNEL 
TRANSFERS 


SE ie 


Board policy shall include arrangements 
for transfer of secondary school teachers 
and other employees displaced from the 
board of education as 2 result of pupil 
enrolment shift to separate schools in 
accordance with Commission policy. 


- Employees who move to a Roman Catholic 
separate school board from a coterminous 
board of education will maintain their 
permanent or probationary contract 
status, salary and seniority, and will 
continue to accumulate seniority 
henceforth. 


- In circumstances where a collective 
agreement requires changes to accommodate 
the transfer, a statement from the board 
and the branch affiliate(s) or union 
locals concerned that steps are being 
undertaken to adjust the agreement will 
be accepted. 


- Secondment arrangements to a Roman 
Catholic separate school board for 
displaced staff from a board of education 
are acceptable as long as all concerned 
parties are in agreement and the 
employment security of the board of 
education's employee(s) is not 
prejudiced. 


. The seniority of personnel transferred, 
as defined in the board of education's 
collective agreement or policy, is to be 
placed to the employee's benefit on the 
comparable seniority list of the separate 
school board and be deemed as seniority 
under this board's collective agreement 
or policy. 


. The number of positions lost in the board 
of education as a result of the shift of 
enrolment will become the responsibility 
of the separate school board. The number 
of employees displaced, or a number 
mutually agreed by the two boards, will 
be transferred to the separate school 
board. 


- If two school boards cannot agree upon 
the number of pupils shifting to the 
Roman Catholic secondary school system, 
the shift is to be calculated as the sum 
of the number of secondary school pupils 
transferring to Roman Catholic secondary 
schools and the number of pupils choosing 
to remain in the Roman Catholic school 
system based on the increase in retention 
rates over that of September, 1984. 


No expectations are to be imposed upon 
personnel transferred from boards of 
education beyond the normal duties, in 
the case of teachers as set out in 
Section 235 of the Education Act and 
Section 21 of Regulation 262. In the 
case of non-teaching employees, there is 


to be a similar approach taken to their 
duties. 


+ Where there is an impact from extension 
in the elementary panel of a board of 
education, it is expected that a 
satisfactory arrangement on dealing with 
any impact is to be arrived at between 
the boards. 


- The board should provide in its staffing 
for 1986-1987 for a “slip-year" 
adjustment, i.e. for adjustments to the 
number of personnel to be transferred 
from the board of education based on the 
actual shift of enrolment and personnel 
shown in the September, 1985 data. 


Agreements on transfer of displaced 
personnel, in accordance with Commission 
policy, are to be made with boards of 
education. 


PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION 
COMMISSION POLICY ON CONSULTATION 
AND CO-OPERATION 


. There should be evidence of effort to 
keep the coterminous board(s) of 
education informed about the evolving 
Plans. 


. There should be evidence 
school boards and boards 
have attempted to inform 
each other, and to reach 
related to the Plans and 


that separate 
of education 
and to assist 
solutions 

their impact. 


. Where a board operates a small secondary 
school, it is expected that arrangements 
will have been made to ensure access to 
courses not available in the school, but 
offered in the neighbouring secondary 
school of the coterminous/coextensive 
board or elsewhere. 


. Boards will make provision to ensure that 
information about the schools and 
programs offered by the coterminous / 
coextensive boards is available in their 
elementary schools and are encouraged to 
ensure that pupils have access to the 
guidance or other appropriate personnel 
of the coterminous/coextensive board. 


NON-CATHOLIC TEACHERS 
EMPLOYED IN SEPARATE 
SCHOOLS: IS IT A WORKABLE 
ARRANGEMENT? 


For eighteen years, Robert Saari has been 
teaching mathematics at Denis Morris High 
School in St. Catharines. For nine years, 
Phyllis Hull has been teaching English at 
the same school. Both Mr. Saari and Mrs. 
Hull say they can't imagine teaching in any 
other school in the province -- and both 
teachers are practising Protestants. 

Phyllis Hull describes how she came to be 
employed by Father Ken Burns, Principal of 
St. Catharines's only separate secondary 
school .* 

“Under ordinary circumstances, I might 
not have thought to apply at Denis Morris,” 
she smiles. “However, I graduated from 
Teachers' College in 1976, a time when 
positions where almost non-existent. By the 
fall of that year, I still hadn't found a 
job. 

"I was working in a local gas bar when 
one of the students from this school told me 
an English teacher was needed on staff. I 
was accepted and have been here ever since. 
I tell my students it's a great example of 
the accident theory of employment -- being 
in the right place at the right time.” 

At first, Mrs. Hull was concerned that, 
as a non-Catholic, she might be out of place 
at Denis Morris or fail to meet the 
expectations of Catholic staff members. 

“My fears were completely unfounded,” she 
says. "Not once have I ever felt like an 
outsider, or in conflict over how to present 
subject material. It's been said to me many 
times that this school is concerned with 
conveying Christian values -- and I'm as 
concerned about that as anybody here. It's 
been a completely positive experience.” 

Robert Saari enjoys the sense of 
community that exists between staff and 
students at Denis Morris. “There is a 
strong emphasis in this school on 
establishing a firm rapport with the 
students. Part of this emphasis stems from 
the fact thatvit is’a Catholic, school and 
part from the Principal, Father Burns. 

"It makes teaching a constantly rewarding 
experience because we aren't just concerned 
with teaching academic subjects; we're 
concerned with getting to know the kids, and 
helping them to achieve their full potential 
in every way.” 

Religious observance does not pose a 
problem for the two teachers. “I think many 
of the students aren't even aware that we 
are not Catholics,” says Phyllis Hull. “For 
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Communion, the students kneel and we sit. 
The students cross themselves and we don't. 
And that's the only difference between us. 
Nobody really pays any attention." 

Robert Saari believes the only real 
disadvantage to teaching in the separate 
school system to date has been the high 
teacher-student ratios necessitated by a 
lack of full public funding. 

"Over the next few years, through full 
funding, these ratios are going to 
diminish,” says Mr. Saari. “In addition to 
lightening our teaching loads, this is going 
to create a lot of additional teaching jobs 
within this system, which in turn will open 
up many in the public system. 

“Not many people have recognized this 
advantage to the new funding, but it will be 
a steady plus for our profession over the 
next few years.” 

With three campuses and 2 000 secondary 
students, Denis Morris High School serves 
not only St. Catharines, but also Grimsby, 
Thorold, Niagara-on-the-Lake and Lincoln 
County. Father Burns, who served as 
Principal of the school for 19 years, notes 
that, like Denis Morris, many separate 
schools in Ontario have an established 
tradition of hiring non-Catholic teachers. 

"I think the most important qualification 
any teacher can have is a strong commitment 
to the welfare of his or her students," he 
says. “Denis Morris has always had a 
complement of non-Catholic teachers.” 

The school also has more than a hundred 
non-Catholic students, due to its 
longstanding policy that any student who 
wishes to attend will not be turned away. 

Father Burns emphasizes that non-Catholic 
teachers have contributed to the school in 
very significant ways. "The fact that they 
have a different religious persuasion than 
ours has not interfered with their 
performance. If they come to work in a 
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Catholic high school, they are expected not 
to promote values contrary to those of the 
Catholic Church. But I don't see that as a 
problem, and neither have those teachers 
we've had on staff." Father Burns says the 
only subject he would hesitate to assign to 
a non-Catholic teacher would be religious 
education. 

"The teacher must try to develop a deep 
appreciation of each student in the class. 
This attitude should extend to an interest 
in the student's eventual success in life -- 
a concern that the student develop into a 
happy and productive adult. 

“This requires a genuine commitment to 
the profession of teaching. If teachers 
don't have a real love for young people, 
they don't belong in the profession. If 
they do have that commitment, they will be 
outstanding teachers in either system.” 

Two senior students at Denis Morris echo 
Father Burns's perspective. Both Christine 
Kania and John Phillipson feel that a 
teacher's attitude towards students is more 
important than religious persuasion. 

"A teacher's religion makes no difference 
to me," says John Phillipson, who is in 
Grade 13. “Until this interview, I didn't 
even know Mrs. Hull and Mr. Saari weren't 
Catholics. It obviously doesn't make sense 
for a non-Catholic to be teaching us 
religious education, but I think that as 
long as teachers don't contradict Christian 
values, they could teach any other subject 
as well as anyone. 

"I've got no doubt our school could 
absorb more non-Catholic teachers without 
changing its essential nature,” he adds. 

According to Christine, a former Grade 13 
student, the first priority for hiring 
teachers should be academic proficiency. 

"At this school, Mr. Saari teaches us 
math, Mrs. Hull teaches us English and 
guidance, and both teach their subjects very 


well. We all learn -- and that's what's 
important.” 

In addition, says Christine thoughtfully, 
the teachers at Denis Morris constantly 
foster a sense of community in the school, a 
concern for the welfare of all the students. 
“There's no reason why non-Catholic teachers 
can't contribute to that atmosphere in any 
separate school," she says. 

Father Burns expects that the staff 
complement of non-Catholics may increase as 
full funding is implemented for separate 
schools over the next few years. 

"I don't anticipate any problems at all, 
he affirms. "While our thrust, as Catholic 
educators, is a bit different, our overall 
goals for our young people are very similar 
to those of educators in the public system. 
If a teacher is genuinely committed to his 
profession, that teacher will be able to 
function successfully in any school.” 


+ 


Since the writing of this article, a 
second school in St. Catharines, Holy 
Cross Secondary School, has opened, and 
Rev. Burns has been named Principal. 
Mr. T. Lynch is now the Principal of 
Denis Morris High School. 


PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION 
COMMISSION POLICY ON BREADTH OF 
PROGRAM 


- A policy statement should indicate that 
over a five-year implementation period, 
the board will offer courses at the 
required levels of difficulty and that 
other required programs will be provided. 


- In the alternative, the Plan may indicate 
that the board will make an agreement or 
agreements with another board or boards 
for the provision of programs and 
services for their resident pupils. 


. Board Plans are to indicate that all 
pupils for whom the board is responsible 
are to be provided with appropriate 
programs. 


The Arch Database in ONTERIS 
within the 
Computers in Education Branch 
of the 
Ministry of Education 


contains all briefs presented to the 
Planning and Implementation Commission. 
Abstracts of briefs are now available. 


Digitized by the Internet Archive 
in 2023 with funding from 
University of Toronto 


https://archive.org/details/31/76111651/061 
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